





























































































































































































































































































































To independent filmmakers: Stephen
Dwoskin and ‘the international free
cinema’
DAN KIDNER
Filmmaker Stephen Dwoskin dedicated his 1975 book on underground
cinema and experimental film, Film Is . . . The International Free
Cinema, ‘To independent film-makers’.1 Dwoskin’s highly personal
paean to the ‘painters and poets who have become filmmakers’
constitutes a brisk and somewhat eccentric history of avant-garde film
since the 1920s. In the first chapter, ‘Early history’, he moves
breathlessly from Fernand Le´ger’s Le Ballet Me´canique (1924) to Robert
Frank’s Pull My Daisy (1959) in under twenty-five pages, laying the
foundation for a loose concept of independence based primarily on
independence from the market and the mainstream film industry.
Reading his introduction, and the following chapter, which profiles the
‘contemporary scene’ country by country, can feel a little like skimming
over a list of significant filmmakers, with brief sketches of the conditions
of production and distribution in each country. Dwoskin attempts to
picture the scale of activity across the globe but is always frank about
omissions – India and Latin America, he readily admits, are not well
served by his whistle-stop survey. As a document of Dwoskin’s own
personal travels, his expanding network at the mid-point of the decade,
and as a snapshot of the emergence of a strong if labile international
‘independent’ film culture, it is invaluable.
Film theorist Peter Wollen’s influential essay ‘The two avant-gardes’,
published in Studio International later that same year, also seeks to
provide a service to ‘independent filmmakers’. In it Wollen begins by
dossier
1 Stephen Dwoskin, Film Is . . .
(London: Peter Owen, 1975).
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.. admonishing Dwoskin’s Film Is . . . for its neglect of the ‘crucial post-
1968 work of [Jean-Luc] Godard and [Jean-Pierre] Gorin’.2 This is a little
unfair, as Dwoskin does mention Godard’s post-1968 collective
production, even if Gorin is not mentioned by name.3 What Wollen is
really taking Dwoskin (gently) to task for, and he includes David Curtis’s
1970 history Experimental Cinema: A Fifty-Year Evolution in his
sideswipe, is what he sees as the privileging of one film avant garde over
another. In a later essay, ‘The avant-gardes: Europe and America’,
Wollen revisits his 1975 polemic and succinctly spells out that his
intention had been threefold: to lay ‘theoretical foundations [...] for the
Independent Filmmakers Association’4 and facilitate their bringing
together of ‘“militant” (Newsreel, Cinema Action) filmmakers with
“formalist” (Co-op) filmmakers’;5 to prepare the theoretical ground for
the film he was then planning with Laura Mulvey, Riddles of the Sphinx
(1978), which was conceived as an attempt to ‘combine the two avant-
gardes’; and finally, ‘to push the magazine Screen [with which Wollen
was associated] away from a univocal ‘Parisianism’ towards a more
cosmopolitan stance’.6
As different as they are in execution, Dwoskin’s book and Wollen’s
essay share similar intentions. Each seeks to define independent
filmmaking and each prepares the ground, or attempts to establish a
context, for the writers’ practices as filmmakers. They also both make a
call, in different ways, for unity in the nascent independent film sector –
both Dwoskin and Wollen played a part in the establishment of the
Independent Filmmakers Association. In this short essay I will map the
points of convergence in these two texts, and tentatively begin the project
of critically reevaluating Dwoskin’s feature film work from the early to
mid 1970s.
The two texts appear, on the surface at least, to come from entirely
different worlds. Dwoskin, an American living in London, was a graphic
designer and filmmaker who had been making films since the early
1960s. He was closely tied to American Underground Cinema, and was
cofounder of the London Film-makers’ Co-op. Wollen was a Londoner
living between the USA and the UK because of teaching commitments,
and was the celebrated film theorist and author of Signs and Meaning in
the Cinema (1969). He also wrote regularly on Hollywood and European
Cinema for the New Left Review and Screen. But beneath Dwoskin’s
highly personalized history of experimental film and Wollen’s compact
fusion of semiotics and psychoanalysis there are striking similarities in
the two pieces of writing. Both call for a wider definition of experimental
film, one that would not necessarily, or automatically, exclude narrative
and documentary feature films. And both texts are intimately networked
into cross-currents that, for a moment in the mid 1970s, looked as if they
might usher in a cinema and a film culture as radical, politically, as they
were formally experimental.
Dwoskin’s early films, shot in New York, were shown at Better





2 Peter Wollen, ‘The two avant-
gardes’, Studio International, vol.
190, no. 978 (1975), pp. 171–75.
3 Dwoskin writes that ‘It took
someone from outside Britain
(Godard) to make a politically
meaningful film about Britain
(British Sounds)’, in Film Is . . . ,
p. 73.
4 Peter Wollen, ‘The avant-gardes:
Europe and America’, Framework,
no. 14 (1981), p. 9.
5 Ibid.
6 Ibid.
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.. where he attended regular screenings and where he would, with Simon
Hartog, Raymond Durgnat and others, found the London Film-makers’
Co-op.7 Between 1966 and 1968 he taught a number of informal courses
on film at the London Free School in Notting Hill, which was closely
associated with the Longhair Times (precursor to the counter-culture’s
newspaper, The International Times). Dwoskin also taught courses at the
Anti-University, another short-lived experimental school, based on
Rivington Street in East London. As a result of these associations,
Dwoskin and Hartog were invited to write something jointly on
underground cinema for the book Counter Culture, edited by Joseph
Berke and published in 1969. The book also included contributions from
such counter-cultural luminaries as poet Allen Ginsberg and black
activist Stokely Carmichael.
Dwoskin and Hartog’s essay, ‘New cinema’, was animated by the spirit
of the times. They write of a new filmic avant garde, unhindered by the
dogma of the old, and they assign equal weight to political and poetic
modes of experimental film. At the time of writing ‘New cinema’, Hartog
was invested in the late 1960s alternative newsreel films – especially those
being produced by Robert Kramer and American Newsreel – and also in
the Italian Cine-giornale and the French Cine´tracts, made but not
authored by Jean-Luc Godard, Chris Marker and others who had been part
of the French NewWave. Where they are united is in their conviction that
film must become its own object: ‘the film itself becomes the reality, not
the story from another place’.8 Because of their complementary but clearly
split areas of interest, Hartog and Dwoskin in ‘New cinema’ offer up a
very inclusive understanding of experimental film. Dwoskin notes in his
unpublished autobiography that after the publication of Counter Culture
the publisher Peter Owen offered him and Hartog a contract to write an
entire book on avant-garde and experimental film. Hartog declined, so
Dwoskin decided to write it alone. Although ‘New cinema’ now seems
very much of its time, Hartog’s growing awareness of world events,
critical interest in forms of political cinema, and hope that the ‘new
politics’ might liberate the ‘new cinema’ proved an effective foil to
Dwoskin’s allegiance to what he often refers to as the ‘personal film’.
As it was, Dwoskin took up the challenge and almost six years later
completed Film Is . . . . During this long gestation period a number of
other notable histories were published. Gene Youngblood’s Expanded
Cinema appeared in 1970 and David Curtis’s Experimental Cinema: A
Fifty-Year Evolution in 1971; 1974 saw P. Adams Sitney’s Visionary
Film and Amos Vogel’s Film as a Subversive Practice; then a little later
in the decade came The Structural Film Anthology, edited by Peter Gidal
in 1976, and Malcolm Le Grice’s Abstract Film in 1977.9 Although by
the mid 1970s a hardening of categories and positions had taken place,
Dwoskin’s book – and his attitude to filmmaking – in many ways
remained rooted in that late 1960s/early 1970s moment. The book begins
with an impressionistic introduction from Joan Adler, who appeared in
Jack Smith’s Flaming Creatures and other seminal American
dossier
7 There are numerous histories of
the London Film-makers’ Co-op.
See in particular: Mark Webber,
‘Shoot shoot shoot: British avant-
garde film of the 1960s and
1970s’, DVD notes (London: LUX/
Paris: Re:Voir, 2006); David Curtis,
A History of Artists’ Film and Video
in Britain (London: BFI Publishing,
2007); Julia Knight and Peter
Thomas, Reaching Audiences:
Distribution and Promotion of
Alternative Moving Image (Bristol:
Intellect, 2011).
8 Stephen Dwoskin and Simon
Hartog, ‘New cinema’, in Joseph
Berke (ed.), Counter Culture: The
Creation of an Alternative Culture
(London: Peter Owen, 1969),
p. 371.
9 Gene Youngblood, Expanded
Cinema (New York, NY: Dutton,
1970); David Curtis, Experimental
Cinema: A Fifty-Year Evolution
(London: Studio Vista, 1971);
P. Adams Sitney, Visionary Film: The
American Avant Garde (New York,
NY: Oxford University Press, 1974);
Amos Vogel, Film as a Subversive
Art (New York, NY: Random House,
1974); Peter Gidal, Structural Film
Anthology (London: BFI Publishing,
1976); Malcolm Le Grice, Abstract
Film and Beyond (London: Studio
Vista, 1977).
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.. underground films. Adler’s introduction weirdly mentions Dwoskin only
at the very end, in an oblique reference to the shooting of his film
Chinese Checkers (1965), in which Adler appears with Beverly Grant.
But it sets the tone, and Dwoskin picks up where he left off in ‘New
cinema’ with its beat rhythms and references to the counter-culture. The
first paragraph gives a sense of the tone and texture that continues
throughout the entire book, making it an exhilarating if at times
frustrating read:
The film-makers search. The names and places change. The talk goes
on. Definitions are attempted; books are written; the press has more
chat. The police move; the professionals watch; the critics play. The
hustler exploits; the parasites linger; the groups form. Within all this
there is the artist who tries to develop his ideas, dreams and fantasies
out of the mainstream of contemporary society. [...] Though in any
such movement there are many people, many ideas and many feelings,
all beyond the limits of any one definition.
More than other histories of experimental film written in the 1970s,
Dwoskin’s functions a little like a map or an index of his own concerns.
In the section on ‘refilmed film’, between a discussion of Ernie Gehr’s
films and Ken Jacobs’s Tom, Tom, The Piper’s Son (1969), he cites his
own film Dirty (1965) as a typical example of this kind of filmmaking.
On the subject of verbal expression versus visual expression he uses his
1972 film Dyn Amo as an illustration of the use of both techniques in a
single film. And there are countless descriptions of films that read like
blueprints for ideas or attitudes that characterize Dwoskin’s own work.
Smith’s Flaming Creatures ‘penetrates the false barriers society encases
us in’;10 David Larcher’s 1969 filmMare’s Tail ‘follows the transience
of life and nature, studying things closely, moving into vast space,
coming in close again’. As positions became more entrenched during the
1970s, so it became necessary either to take sides or to write one’s own
history. Dwoskin shows an acute sense that if the experimental/avant-
garde film scene was to bifurcate further, then his films, or his style of
filmmaking, might fall between the cracks. This is because they
contained no explicit political content, yet were not fully committed to a
purely formal investigation into the material properties of film.
Between 1974 and 1976 there was something of a rush to define and
understand the different possibilities for experimental film in the UK, and
a need to relate the political to the experimental. Film and cultural
theorists, who in the eyes of many had hitherto neglected experimental
film, had begun to turn their attention to it. Dwoskin’s close friend
Mulvey’s account of scopophilia in ‘Visual pleasure and narrative
cinema’, published in Screen in 1975, turned its attention to Hollywood
cinema, when the subject seemed tailor-made for a dissection of
Dwoskin’s late 1960s and early 1970s films.11 In fact Mulvey has
recently revealed that an early draft of her essay actually included a





10 Dwoskin, Film Is . . . .
11 Laura Mulvey, ‘Visual pleasure
and narrative cinema’, Screen,
vol. 16, no. 3 (1975), pp. 6–18.
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.. subversion of the ‘voyeuristic position’ in films like Trixi (1969) but
decided against including the section when it became clear to her that it
would disturb the ‘symmetry’ of her argument.12 A year after the
publication of Mulvey’s essay, Paul Willemen, wrote ‘Voyeurism, the
look and Dwoskin’ for an issue of Afterimage.13 This essay is notable
because it contains a somewhat buried critique of the emerging discipline
of British film theory. By extrapolating a ‘fourth look’ in addition to the
three that Mulvey identifies, Willemen signals that ‘the gaze’ for Lacan is
inscribed in the object and is not a property of the viewer. This critique
would develop and gain traction in the following decades as British film
theory came under fire for its perceived misuse of psychoanalysis, and
other imported critical discourses.
For all of his insights, however, Willemen’s primary address is
Mulvey’s essay and the influence of psychoanalysis on the emerging
academic discipline of film theory. Beyond a number of favourable
pieces of writing on Dwoskin’s work over the years by Durgnat, whose
writing is as neglected as Dwoskin’s films, and Australian critic Adrian
Martin, who has taken up the cause more recently, there has been little
critical writing on Dwoskin’s important mid-1970s films. Reading Film
Is . . . alongside ‘The two avant-gardes’ provides one answer for this
neglect, but also points towards the need to build a critical understanding
of Dwoskin’s project. Film Is . . . covers a huge terrain and was written
between 1970 and 1975, crucial years in Dwoskin’s development as a
filmmaker and for British independent film culture. During this time his
work matured and embodied what he very loosely called the ‘personal’
film. This personal and affective work, rather than adopting the
certainties of one or other of Wollen’s avant gardes, or welding their
antinomies together, instead embraced ambiguity and uncertainty.
The body, in Dwoskin’s early 1970s work, is not simply subject to,
and producer of, a number of looks, as described by Willemen. Neither is
it merely an agent for carrying narrative. In Central Bazaar we see
bodies dance, stumble, collapse, threaten each other, submit to each
other’s embraces, cry and scream, but not for the purposes of expressing
a particular human drama in a narrative, more to remind us that we too
are embodied – the cinema can only temporarily convince us otherwise.
For Dwoskin Central Bazaar derived its main theme from ‘a place for
the sale of miscellaneous articles’, and he proposed it as both a ‘real
place’ and a ‘metaphor’.14 Shot over five weeks in the living room of his
house in Ladbroke Grove with only one professional among the group of
actors (Carola Regnier, Dwoskin’s former lover and star of his previous
film Behindert/Hindered [1974]), Central Bazaar reimagines the
encounter group as cinematic spectacle. But rather than working towards
any kind of the resolution or psychological understanding, the
participants are instead engaged in complex and shifting performances to
the camera and each other, which lead only to despair and confusion.
Central Bazaar is also a physical experience for the audience, not just
because of its duration – the film’s running time is 142minutes – but
dossier
12 Laura Mulvey, ‘Obituary for
Stephen Dwoskin’, Sight and
Sound, vol. 22, no. 9 (2012),
p. 74.
13 The essay was later republished
as ‘The fourth look’, in Paul
Willemen, Looks and Frictions:
Essays in Cultural Studies and
Film Theory (Bloomington, IN:
Indiana University Press, 1994).
14 Stephen Dwoskin, statement
from the DVD booklet of Central
Bazaar.
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.. because of its relentlessness and lack of resolution for the ‘characters’.
An overwhelming sense of claustrophobia and melancholy is
compounded by composer Gavin Bryars’s soundtrack, which starts with
a clap of thunder and incorporates soaring strings, organ drones, bells
and prepared piano laid on top of snatches of incomprehensible moans,
sobs and breathy exhalations.
The film carries through on the sexual revolutionary promise of the
counter-culture, but instead of picturing a space of freedom and
liberation, Dwoskin’s bazaar is a nightmarish and oppressive space. Or as
the filmmaker himself put it, ‘wandering through [...] we get lost and find
little or nothing of use. There is a display of plenty but on singular
examination it is empty inside.’15 The closer the camera gets to the naked
and painted bodies of the participants, the further both they and the
viewer get from joyful or meaningful fulfilment. The body that joins
others to form a mass is not liberated and collectivized here, but alienated
and atomized. This produces an admonishment to the viewer looking for
gratification of any kind, or Willemen’s fourth look: ‘the look which
constitutes the viewer as visible subject’.16
Reading Film Is . . . alongside ‘The two avant-gardes’ sets Dwoskin’s
films in a new light, especially his longer films made between Dyn Amo
in 1972 and Central Bazaar in 1976, in part simply because they
constitute something of a challenge to Wollen’s stringent mode of
classification. At the beginning of his essay Wollen carefully builds up
his schema; the first film avant garde he identifies with the co-op
movement and structural film; the other with the European radical
cinema of Godard, Jean-Marie Straub and Danie`le Huillet, and Miklos
Jancso, among others. Wollen never strays too far from an adherence to,
and critical interest in, modernist aesthetics – his life-long project – so his
proposal for a new way of making avant-garde film is also a return,
although less to the avant-garde film of the 1920s than to modernist
painting and sculpture. For Wollen the two emblematic works of
modernism, in both its formalist and generic iterations, are Pablo
Picasso’s Demoiselles d’Avignon and Marcel Duchamp’s The Bride
Stripped Bare by her Bachelors, Even (The Large Glass). Both works
separate signifier from signified, ‘asserting [...] the primacy of the first,
without in any way dissolving the second’.17 ‘The two avant-gardes’ is,
then, Wollen’s attempt to recast the split he sees in modernist aesthetics.
What he sees as the dialectic of illusion and realism versus the push
towards abstraction and medium specificity (that is, Greenbergian
modernism). Cinema, on the other hand, is a ‘multiple system’, which
pulls in all the other art forms (music, literature, painting, and so on). So
for Wollen, to look for the specifically cinematic in the film strip, and the
mechanics of production and projection can be ‘deceptively purist and
reductive’.18
Cubism brought about a ‘semiotic shift, a changed concept and
practice of sign and signification’ before the tendency towards






16 Willemen, ‘The fourth look’.
17 Wollen, ‘The two avant-gardes’,
pp. 171–75.
18 Ibid.
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.. from meaning as much as from experience’.19 But when this pursuit of
the essential or the pure in film led to, for Wollen, a displacement of
medium specificity from painting onto film, the problem became that the
‘specifically cinematic’ was taken to mean primarily the picture-track.
On the other side of the argument, Wollen notes that Andre´ Bazin, who
was committed to realism, based his ontology of film on the
photographic reproduction of reality, and neatly summarizes these two
opposing ontologies:
we now have, so to speak, both an extroverted and an introverted
ontology of film, one seeking the soul of cinema in the nature of the
pro-filmic event, the other in the nature of the cinematic process, the
cone of light or the gram of silver.20
He sees that the formalist avant garde has reached for a ‘pure film [...] a
dissolution of signification into objecthood or tautology’.21 On the side of
the political film avant-garde, however – with Eisenstein as its figurehead
– the signified (or content) is preeminent. Although Eisenstein put
forward a dialectical theory of montage, his aesthetic, in Wollen’s terms,
was still ‘content based’.
For Wollen it is Godard who picks up Eisenstein’s theory of dialectical
montage in his post-1968 films but instead of embedding the dialectic at
the level of the content, as Eisenstein did, Godard drives a wedge between
signifier and signified (or content and form). Godard’s Le Gai Savoir
(1968) serves here as the emblematic film. Where Eisenstein collides and
juxtaposes, Godard splits apart. The film investigates how meaning is
made, but does not construct alternative meanings; it is about breaking
with the norms of storytelling not reconfiguring them. For Wollen this is
the radicalism of the Le Gai Savoir, as distinct from Godard’s late so-
called ‘radical’ films that come under the influence of Brecht. It ‘presents
the language of Marxism [...] as itself problematic’.22
Wollen’s schema is crude, but necessarily so. It gives him the
opportunity to hold up and understand what a fusion of structural film
and the narrative feature might look like. And the films he made with
Mulvey, particularly Riddles of the Sphinx, attempted to realize this
fusion. But if we are to take his schema seriously then we could also
begin to argue for the critical importance of films that belonged to neither
political nor formalist avant gardes, or resulted from the fusion of the
two. Wollen writes at the beginning of his essay that, ‘There are other
filmmakers too who do not fit neatly into either camp, and films which
fall somewhere in between or simply somewhere else – Jackie Raynal’s
Deux Fois, for instance – but in general the distinction holds good’.23
Raynal’s Deux Fois (1968), like Dwoskin’s Central Bazaar, is about
looks exchanged between a film and its audience; it is also a howl of rage
at the failure of the radical movements of the 1960s to produce change.
Like Central Bazaar it mixes cinema verite tropes with different modes
of performance. Unlike Dwoskin’s film, though, Raynal’s was not
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.. camera not behind. There are minimal edits, and each sequence is
unconnected to the next. Like many of the films made under the rubric of
Zanzibar Films, Deux Fois was neither formalist nor constructivist, nor a
forced marriage of the two.24 Deux Fois, as Wollen states, is ‘simply
somewhere else’. In this sense it could be seen as the missing link
between the late 1960s films of Godard and the films of Andy Warhol.
Central Bazaar could be said to occupy this same territory. Both were
out of step with independent film of the time and both were concerned
with the body under extreme trauma, and with pain and separation. It is
this appeal from the body on screen to the bodies that come together to
experience something that undoes Wollen’s categories. It is also an
interesting moment for the exploration of these themes of gender,
sexuality and bodily experience before the discourses of identity politics
forecloses precisely what these works might mean.
In Godard’s Le Gai Savoir, a key film for Wollen, Juliet Berto
implores that we must ‘return to zero’. At the beginning of Deux Fois
Raynal announces that ‘tonight will be the end of meaning’. But instead
of returning from zero with answers or a programme to begin again,
Raynal returns with a blank stare; an invitation to stare back. In Deux
Fois and many other Zanzibar productions the ‘actors’ stare at the
camera; their physicality is an affront to reflection or Godardian
estrangement. The protagonists in Dwoskin’s Central Bazaar are
similarly lost to a kind of narcissism as a result of the withdrawal of all
traditional filmic structure (plot, narrative, acting, conventional editing).
But neither is this a reduction to a kind of formalism, or a reductive
reflection on the medium of film.
Ultimately Wollen’s modernism, and sometimes convoluted
application of semiotics bring him to a simple formulation. In order to
solve to the formalist/realist split, and return to the beginnings of
modernism when categories were more fluid, one must force the two
avant-gardes together. Dwoskin chose a different path. Rather than






24 Sally Shafto, Zanzibar: Les Films
Zanzibar et les Dandys de Mai
1968/The Zanzibar Films and the
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The Berwick Street Film Collective occupied a unique position 
within the field of ‘independent film’ in the 1970s and their film 
Nightcleaners (1975) has since become something of a touchstone 
for film theorists and art historians invested in the aesthetics of 
political film and video, the history of the women’s movement in 
the UK and the cultural advance (and retreat) of left political sub-
cultures.1 They were among a number of British filmmaking groups 
who had, in the wake of the political and social upheavals of the late 
1960s, sought to harness and embody those currents that they were 
convinced would transform society. What distinguished the Berwick 
Street Film Collective in the early to mid-1970s was their pursuit of a 
film form as radical as their politics, one that was equal parts experi-
mental and political. 
Ostensibly a political documentary, Nightcleaners chronicles the 
campaign launched in the autumn of 1970 by a working group of the 
women’s movement to unionise the women night cleaners of London. 
However, over the four years of the film’s production, the filmmakers 
developed and refined aesthetic strategies seemingly at odds with 
the historical forms of the political documentary and the campaign 
film. They combined formal techniques drawn from the lexicon of 
avant-garde cinema and structural film with strategies more com-
monly associated with the political documentary.2 While adhering to 
the tenets of cinéma vérité during the shooting of the film, the group 
radically diverged from the conventions of documentary filmmaking 
when in the editing suite. By slowing down the footage and introduc-
ing lengths of black leader, creating pauses or ruptures between edits, 
the group found they were able to interrogate the image in such a way 
as to question the very possibility of making images of struggle. It is 
this fusion of film forms that set the work of the Berwick Street Film 
Collective apart and continues to fascinate and frustrate audiences. 
Nightcleaners is cited in histories of documentary film, political 
cinema and artists’ film and video, but its significance and challenge 
Dan Kidner
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to each tradition are frequently misrepresented or misunderstood.3 
On its release, many contemporary commentators held it up as a 
pathfinder for a new type of political filmmaking. The fact that very 
few filmmakers chose to follow this particular wayward path perhaps 
says as much about the world that artists and filmmakers found them-
selves in at the end of the 1970s as it does about the work’s hybrid and 
idiosyncratic form. ’36 to ’77 (1978), which began under the auspices 
of the Berwick Street Film Collective and was initially pitched as 
its sequel, similarly collapses distinctions between the documentary 
and the experimental but is less well known. 
In order to understand the nature of these challenges, it is first 
important to place the group and its work in some historical con-
text. At the beginning of the 1970s, a decade of dwindling cinema 
attendance and decreasing funding for, and private investment in, 
the British film industry, the most visible products of a distinctly 
British film culture were sex comedies (Rank Organisation’s Carry 
On series and EMI’s Confessions … films), television spin-offs (On 
the Buses, Porridge) and the successful James Bond franchise. At the 
same time, however, there was another homegrown cinema culture, 
supported by a small number of institutions and groups, all broadly 
aligned with left political subcultures, that would have a profound 
impact on screen culture in the UK through the 1970s and into the 
1980s. These groups and institutions included the Society for the 
Education of Film and Television (SEFT), publisher of the jour-
nals Screen and Screen Education; the BFI production board, who 
financed many independent films through the 1970s and into the early 
1980s; distributors such as The Other Cinema and Politkino; The 
London Film-makers’ Co-op (LFMC); and filmmaking groups such 
as Cinema Action, Berwick Street Film Collective, Sheffield Film 
Co-op and Amber. 
Within this field, a schism was often identified between the film-
making collectives and the experimental filmmakers orbiting around 
the LFMC. The former were seen as invested to lesser or greater 
degrees in particular struggles and campaigns, while the latter were 
understood to be primarily concerned with a kind of film formalism: 
a Greenbergian medium-specificity transposed onto film. Although 
movement between these two constituencies was more fluid, and the 
46
exchange of ideas more common than is sometimes assumed, there 
were differences in approaches to distribution, exhibition and pres-
entation that set them apart. Despite these differences, for a time, 
from the mid- to late 1970s, there was an attempt, semantically at 
least, to hold together this diverse community under the rubric ‘inde-
pendent film’, and the Independent Filmmakers Association (IFA) – 
whose membership was largely drawn from the organisations listed 
above – was formed in order to lobby on behalf of all independent 
filmmakers.4 
The IFA set about challenging ‘the monopolies which had for 
too long controlled the means of production and distribution’.5 But 
within the association, there were conflicting ideas about how this 
should be done. Some filmmakers wanted their work to be better 
represented within the mainstream of British cinema and television, 
whilst others wanted to rebuild British film culture from the bottom 
up.6 And if British film culture was to be rebuilt, what would its new 
purpose be? At the end of the 1970s, in the editorial to its 1979/80 
catalogue of productions, the BFI asked what the ‘new social func-
tion of cinema’ was, and what the ‘role of independent film in social, 
political and historical contexts’7 should be. Although a working 
definition of independence was never advanced and offered up for 
critical scrutiny by the IFA, or anybody else for that matter, both the 
LFMC and many of the film groups, including the Berwick Street 
Film Collective, owned the means of production and, at least in the 
beginning, controlled how their films were distributed and screened.8 
Members of the LMFC and the film groups gave equipment and 
labour freely, but the voluntarism that underpinned the activity of 
both scenes in the late 1960s and early 1970s didn’t last for long. By 
the mid-1970s they were all seeking support from funders such as the 
Arts Council and the BFI to pay for full or part-time members of staff 
and to finance film production.9 
If independent film, however loosely defined, was to have a new 
social function, then was there a particular film form that was more 
likely than others to enable that? In many ways, questions about form 
were to prove more divisive than questions about the representa-
tion and distribution of ‘independently’ produced culture. Broadly 
speaking, filmmaking groups such as Cinema Action, Amber and the 
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Newsreel Group mobilised the formal tropes of direct cinema and 
cinéma vérité. Meanwhile, filmmakers who were strongly associated 
with the LFMC in the early 1970s – such as Peter Gidal and Malcolm 
Le Grice – sought to question the material properties of the medium 
itself, drawing upon avant-garde cinema and the traditions of North 
American underground film, from Maya Deren to Michael Snow and 
Andy Warhol. Both the LFMC artists and the filmmaking groups 
were, however, in one way or another, attempting to reconstruct what 
cinema was – experientially, socially and politically. What made the 
Berwick Street Film Collective so distinctive in this context was 
their insistence on placing this question of form at the centre of their 
films by employing both formal and realist strategies simultaneously. 
The infamous black spaces that interrupt the action in Nightcleaners 
recall the strategies of structural/materialist film, while the scenes of 
women working, filmed using lightweight cameras and natural light-
ing, evoke direct cinema’s attempt to represent reality ‘truthfully’. 
In 1975, two festivals constituted important meeting places for 
independent filmmakers, and Nightcleaners was screened at both. In 
February, Independent Cinema West staged the first (and as it turned 
out, the last) Festival of Independent British Cinema in Bristol. In the 
self-styled ‘polemic’ published in the festival’s catalogue, audiences 
were promised a meeting of ‘the avant-garde on the one side, the 
overtly political on the other, plus a lot in the middle’.10 Representing 
the overtly political were the Berwick Street Film Collective, Cinema 
Action and the London Women’s Film Group among others, while Le 
Grice, Gidal, Liz Rhodes, Annabel Nicolson and others represented 
the avant-garde. In the middle was everything from the films of Derek 
Jarman and Jeff Keen through to the community film and video pro-
jects of Liberation Films and the Basement Project Film Group. Later 
in the year, the 29th edition of the Edinburgh Film Festival featured 
a series of events and screenings organised by the editorial board of 
Screen entitled ‘Brecht and Cinema/Film and Politics’. Under the 
directorship of Lynda Myles since 1973, the Edinburgh Film Festival 
had become a meeting place for makers of independent film and film 
theorists, and the 1975 edition included many of the films screened in 
Bristol, as well as an international selection, greatly expanding the 
field of what might be considered independent film. 
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The members of the Berwick Street Film Collective were all 
changed by the social and political transformations of the late 1960s 
and early 1970s. In the wake of the rise of the new left, the radical-
isation of the student body and the anti-capitalist and anti-authori-
tarian struggles that raged across Europe and the rest of the world, 
filmmakers and artists emerging from or identifying with left polit-
ical subcultures attempted to give their commitments cultural form 
by experimenting with modes of collective production. In this they 
followed French filmmakers Chris Marker and Jean-Luc Godard, 
who both formed filmmaking groups in the late 1960s: Marker first, 
with his production company SLON (Société pour le lancement des 
oeuvres nouvelles), which produced the portmanteau film Loin du 
Vietnam (Far from Vietnam, 1967), and then Godard with the Dziga 
Vertov Group, formed with student activist and journalist Jean-Pierre 
Gorin. Out of Marker’s experiment with collective cultural produc-
tion emerged Groupe Medvedkine, initially a coalition of Marker 
and workers from the Rhodiaceta textile factory in Besançon. Marker 
and Godard’s approaches to collective cultural production are often 
contrasted – Marker, invested in the project of placing the means of 
production at the disposal of those without a voice, and Godard the 
arch experimentalist, suspicious of the possibility of reflecting real-
ity simply by filming it.11 
Among the first of the UK filmmaking groups to form in the late 
1960s were Amber, in Newcastle, and Cinema Action in London. At 
least in the beginning, both were faithful to the same tenets of Direct 
Cinema that Marker espoused. Many more groups were to form in 
the early 1970s, including Liberation Films and the Sheffield Film 
Co-op. For all of these groups the problems faced and questions first 
raised by Marker, Godard and Gorin were to remain pertinent: who 
has the right to speak for whom? And what formal tropes are appro-
priate for films that wish to further the class struggle? 
For the Berwick Street Film Collective, these questions were 
to reverberate in every frame. The group’s uniqueness wasn’t to be 
found in their ability to find answers, but rather in making these ques-
tions themselves the subject of their films. So, unlike other hybrid 
forms such as the essay film (which would be developed later) or 
Godard’s influential brand of counter cinema, Nightcleaners and ’36 
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to ’77 occupy a nebulous and unformed ground. Both films teeter on 
the edge of formlessness and wander fearlessly into uncertain terri-
tory: particularly ’36 to ’77, which on the surface might seem to fulfil 
the criteria of a ‘portrait film’, albeit a very experimental one. The 
viewer is asked to become aware of their own watching, their listen-
ing, their participation and, in some sense, their responsibility – not 
just to the film’s ostensible subject, but also to a mode of deep view-
ing and listening to which the filmmakers so evidently subscribe.
This commitment to capturing and reflecting back to the viewer 
a sensuous act of cinematic absorption is coupled with a willingness 
to risk alienating the very constituencies to which the film group was 
ostensibly aligned. Their embrace of a mode of spectatorship at odds 
with the one fostered by more straightforward campaigning films 
such as Cinema Action’s Arise Ye Workers (1973) or The Miners’ Film 
(1975) signalled a desire to harness contradictions and antagonisms 
in the audience as well as catching these on screen. 
It is difficult to write about the Berwick Street Film Collective 
without ascribing to the group a solidity and definitive structure 
that it did not possess. The Collective was at once a production 
company, a facilities house and a filmmaking group, but is perhaps 
best understood as a loose and shifting collection of individuals for 
whom making films and doing politics became synonymous in the 
period between 1970 and 1978. Marc Karlin, Richard Mordaunt and 
Humphry Trevelyan had all been members of Cinema Action and, 
after leaving the group, formed the core of the Berwick Street Film 
Collective, along with filmmaker, James Scott. From 1972, Karlin, 
Mordaunt and Trevelyan were also directors of Lusia Films, a pro-
duction company Mordaunt had founded in 1965. 
Between 1970 and 1978 three films were made under the aegis of 
the Berwick Street Film Collective – Ireland Behind the Wire (1974), 
Nightcleaners (1975) and ’36 to ’77 (1978) – although each by differ-
ent personnel and under different circumstances. Most of the footage 
for Ireland Behind the Wire was gathered while Karlin, Mordaunt 
and Trevelyan were still in Cinema Action. Members of the group 
travelled to Derry in 1969 and shot footage of the events that fol-
lowed the barricading of the Bogside and Creggan areas of Derry, 
and the Nationalist declaration of the area as a free state in January 
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1969. These images were also used as the basis for Cinema Action’s 
film People of Ireland! (1971), which had sought to give an unflinch-
ing account of the civil unrest in Northern Ireland, out of which the 
modern Troubles emerged, whilst proselytising for the creation of a 
socialist workers’ republic. Richard Mordaunt decided to revisit the 
footage in 1972, with some assistance from Trevelyan.12 Similarly 
sympathetic to the republican cause Mordaunt, however, dealt with 
the footage very differently. While he worked on Ireland Behind the 
Wire, Karlin, Trevelyan and Scott began editing Nightcleaners, which 
they had shot between 1970 and 1972 with the artist Mary Kelly. 
Although Mordaunt had a particular vision for Ireland Behind the 
Wire he somewhat incongruously adopted some of the experimental 
editing techniques that were being developed for Nightcleaners. 
’36 to ’77 began life as Nightcleaners Part 2 and was supported 
by the BFI Production Board in 1975. The film focuses on one of the 
cleaners, Myrtle Wardally, who took part in the campaign chronicled 
in the earlier film. Jon Sanders joined Trevelyan, Karlin and Scott for 
the film’s production. By the time the film was completed in 1978, 
the group had effectively disbanded, which meant that the film was 
attributed to the individual directors rather than a collective identity. 
Each individual who worked under the auspices of the Berwick 
Street Film Collective brought their unique experience to the group. 
Mordaunt had already made a number of television documentaries 
in the 1960s including one on Godard, and his production company 
Lusia Film Ltd would act as the commercial arm of the group, pro-
viding it with equipment, facilities and financing throughout the 
1970s. Karlin had studied acting at the Central School of Speech and 
Drama in the early 60s, and moved to Paris in time for the events of 
May 1968, where he made one film, Dead Man’s Wheel (1968), under 
the influence of Chris Marker. Trevelyan had studied social anthro-
pology at Cambridge and sociology at the University of Essex in the 
mid-1960s, and travelled to South America in 1967, before return-
ing to London at the end 1968.13 Kelly, an artist and active partici-
pant in the women’s movement, was in the process of making her 
pioneering work of feminist art, Post-Partum Document (1973–79), 
which chronicled her relationship with her infant son, an iteration of 






Harrison and Kay Hunt, she also produced the project Women and 
Work: A Document on the Division of Labour (1973–75), which was 
first exhibited at the South London Gallery in 1975. Through inter-
views, photographs and film, Women and Work recorded the division 
of labour at a Bermondsey factory following the Equal Pay Act of 
1970.14 James Scott, who was close friends with Karlin, had been 
making films since the early sixties, including groundbreaking doc-
umentaries on artists including David Hockney, Richard Hamilton 
and R.B. Kitaj. He continued to make films while working with the 
Berwick Street Film Collective including the experimental espio-
nage thriller Adult Fun (1972) and Coilin & Platonida (1976), which 
further developed some of the re-filming techniques that the collec-
tive had pioneered. 
Perhaps because of the wide range of experience and interests 
among the group, they felt free to draw on different traditions of film-
making, from the counter cinema of Godard to the British traditions 
of social documentary and structural/materialist film. They managed 
to reflect on the veracity of all these forms, whilst also transferring 
the debates that were taking place at production meetings and in the 
editing suite – debates about art, communism, feminism and politi-
cal activism – to the screen. By layering apparently antipathetic film-
making strategies over one another – a formal investigation into film’s 
specificity as a medium onto the vérité strategies of the political docu-
mentary or campaign film – they were able to keep these debates alive 
because the content of the films was never foreclosed by the form. 
A whole new lexicon of editing techniques and processes had 
been developed for Nightcleaners. These included inserting lengths 
of black leader between shots, and isolating, slowing down and 
re-filming particular sequences from the screen of a Steenbeck edit-
ing machine. Later, when editing ’36 to ’77, they would use a Specto 
MKII 16mm Motion Analysis Projector to achieve the same effects. 
By adhering to the tenets of cinéma vérité whilst shooting – using 
sync sound and lightweight cameras, and only shooting in available 
light – and then subjecting the footage to a kind of forensic examina-
tion in post-production, the Berwick Street Film Collective invented a 
new language for the political film; one that was as interested in what 
could be called the politics of form as in advancing political ideas.
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At the beginning of Nightcleaners the viewer is presented with 
facts about the working conditions of night cleaners in London. The 
date, ‘November 1970’, appears in the top left-hand corner of the 
frame, just before the credits. This is the month when a strike took 
place at Sanctuary House, Victoria and marks the beginning of the 
group’s involvement in the campaign to unionise the cleaners; a cam-
paign spearheaded by former cleaner May Hobbs and supported by 
a working group set up by Sheila Rowbotham and members of the 
Women’s Liberation Workshop.15 After the appearance of this date, 
the opening credits roll over a slowed down, closely cropped image 
of a woman’s face. The camera traces the lines etched in her skin, 
moving in and out of focus as if surveying a landscape or a micro-
scopic specimen. The credits themselves are typed and filmed, as the 
face is, in extreme close-up. They scroll diagonally from the bottom 
right to the top left of the screen and contain the name of the film and 
details about the night cleaners’ paltry wages. But the camera is too 
close to read any of this information easily. The two close-up views, 
of the text and the woman’s face, threaten to render the subject of the 
film unreadable. As the camera moves in close to her face, all one 
sees is the grain of the 16mm film. Although heavily invested in the 
political campaign, and interested in portraying the dynamic between 
the mainly middle class women in the movement, the working class 
women cleaners and the male union representatives, the filmmakers 
evidently had further concerns. 
By resisting the temptation to tell the story of the campaign in 
a straightforward way, the filmmakers force the audience to produce 
meaning in the film for themselves from the partial information 
given. Writing at the time in the feminist journal Spare Rib, film the-
orist Claire Johnston described the film’s power and critical function: 
‘Too often audiences and people writing about political films elevate 
their own dominant assumptions and their subjective responses into a 
way of judging a film without realising that these aesthetic problems 
should be examined more fully. Nightcleaners is a film which radi-
cally challenges such assumptions and the ideology which spawned 
them …’.16 Nightcleaners, or so it seemed to a particular constituency 
at the time, was the film to usher in a whole new way of thinking about 
the truth claims of the documentary form and of political cinema. 
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By the mid-1970s psychoanalytic-semiotic film theory had taken 
a stranglehold on film studies in the UK. But it was largely a tool 
for interpreting the signs and meanings hidden beneath the ‘texts’ of 
Hollywood and mainstream cinema.17 By 1975 some theorists, such 
as Johnston, were looking for films that, beyond just being ‘read’, 
could extend an invitation to the viewer to ‘make his/her contribution 
[…] to the process of meaning-production’.18 Rather than as passive 
consumers of an ideological position, which Johnston claimed was 
the situation for audiences of political films hitherto, or as careful 
readers of signs, viewers might now be active participants in the pro-
cess of ‘consciousness-raising’.19 
In her Spare Rib article, Johnston drew on Bertolt Brecht’s ideas 
of collective cultural production when she insisted that the viewer of 
political film must ‘become part of a learning process’ in contradis-
tinction to the ‘passive consumer’ of conventional narrative cinema. 
Although it wasn’t entirely clear how this could be done, Johnston 
was adamant that collective filmmaking was the obvious mode 
to adopt, eschewing as it did the notion of the auteur. And just as it 
was no longer considered enough (if it ever was) for an audience to 
be mere consumers of a political position, it was seen as insufficient 
for cultural and knowledge production to be the responsibility of 
a single author. 
These ideas were further elaborated in a paper that Johnston 
co-wrote with Paul Willemen, Brecht in Britain: The Independent 
Political Film (on The Nightcleaners), for the Brecht event at the 
1975 Edinburgh Film Festival. In the paper, Johnston and Willemen 
extrapolated the precise ways in which Nightcleaners called into 
question the conventions of documentary filmmaking. They argued 
that films that incorporated cinéma vérité techniques merely created, 
‘the effect of reality, a reality from which contradiction and struggle 
have been eliminated’.20 Johnston and Willemen advanced the idea 
that all political film must contain a level of critical reflection about 
its form. This meant that the work of other prominent filmmaking 
collectives came in for criticism: Cinema Action for ‘document-
ing workers’ struggles from an essentially workerist perspective’; 
Liberation Films for concentrating on ‘populist, grass-roots strug-
gles within local communities, taking up a liberal/social-democratic 
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stance’; and, Newsreel Collective for their ‘ultra-leftist’ idealism.21 
Johnston and Willemen’s analysis of Nightcleaners borrowed from 
Jean-Louis Comolli and Jean Paul Narboni’s much referenced 
1969 Cahiers du Cinéma editorial, ‘Cinema/Ideology/Criticism’.22 
Written at the start of the journal’s ‘Marxist years’ the editorial iden-
tified the different ways in which, formally, films either questioned or 
reproduced the ‘dominant ideology’.
Johnston and Willemen argued that by introducing contradic-
tion and struggle into the film form, Nightcleaners created space 
for viewers to collaborate in the process of making meaning. They 
didn’t think it was the job of the ‘independent political film’ simply 
to highlight a political issue, rather they felt it should activate critical 
thinking. However, this could only occur under new social relations 
of consumption. And these new social relations – within which pro-
duction and viewing have equal value and knowledge production is 
a responsibility shared by cultural producers, critics and audiences 
– required a particular cultural and political space; one that many
within the IFA hoped to bring about, but which proved elusive.
Willemen and Johnston’s paper still stands as the most theoret-
ically astute interpretation of Nightcleaners. But their insistence on 
the constitution of new social relations of production and consump-
tion depended upon robust and shared definitions of independence 
and collective cultural production, and these definitions needed to be 
agreed upon by all constituents (LFMC members, filmmaking col-
lectives and theorists). Perhaps such definitions required an articula-
tion of the relation of theory to practice, and of politics to art, beyond 
the capacity of psychoanalytic-semiotic film theory. 
Although on its release Nightcleaners was afforded significant 
critical attention, there was always something incompatible about 
the film’s ambivalence to the status and legibility of images, particu-
larly images of struggle, and the psychoanalytic-semiotic film the-
ory dominant at the time. The very critics and theorists that might 
have critically apprehended and historicised the work of the Berwick 
Street Film Collective in the 1970s were beholden to a theoretical 
model that arguably was only ever able to apprehend their work in 
one way: as a corrective to the extant forms of political filmmak-
ing, or modes of making films politically, to make the Godardian 
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distinction. Similarly, historians of experimental film and video sim-
ply recognised Nightcleaners and ’36 to ’77 as novel or radical works 
of political cinema, or as placeholders for a type of hybrid work – 
films that were at once political and experimental. Both receptions 
missed what made these films so unique: their capacity to hold 
together the contradictions and antagonisms that existed within the 
field of independent film. 
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